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An international team of
researchers has launched an
effort to discover molecules that
may help develop a treatment for
the anthrax bacillus by exploiting
idle time on computers around the
world.
Graham Richards, a specialist 
in computational chemistry at the
University of Oxford, is scientific
head of the team which has
devised a screensaver package
that will use computing power 
to test whether candidate
molecules might have the
potential to block deadly 
anthrax toxins and lead to a
treatment in the event of further
bacteriological attacks. Partners
include Intel, Microsoft, the
National Foundation for Cancer
Research and United Devices.
Most office workers only use
their computers 20 per cent of 
the time. Millions of computers
use screensavers in their idle
moments. US scientists have
already recruited large numbers 
of computer users to donate 
these idle moments to the 
search for extraterrestrial
intelligence.
Last spring, Richards led a 
team that turned computers
towards the search for cancer
cures. “We have 1.25 million
personal computers working for 
us now,” he said. “We still get
about 3,000 people a day joining
in.” The result is a virtual
supercomputer more powerful 
than the world’s ten largest
supercomputers combined. 
The screensaver works whenever
computational resources are
available. Once processing is
complete, the program sends 
the results back to the United
Devices data centre and requests 
a new packet of data the next 
time the user connects to the
internet.
The latest challenge is lent 
a new urgency by the anthrax-
contaminated letter attacks in 
the US last year. It will draw 
upon the same distributed
computing technology to help
scientists screen 3.5 billion
molecular compounds against 
the fatal anthrax toxin protein.
“With anthrax and other related
bioterrorist threats, speed to
discovery is of the essence.
Without this technology and
support of the coalition, there
would be no other way to tackle
such a tremendous task,” says
Richards.
The task follows on from 
the lack of progress in
investigating last year’s 
anthrax attacks. The authorities
seeking those responsible 
have doubled their reward 
for information to $2.5 million 
— a sign of their growing
desperation at four months’
investigation that has failed 
to uncover any significant 
clues.
The FBI and the US postal
service announced the increase
last month as they began
distributing leaflets to homes
around Trenton, New Jersey, 
the city postmarked on four 
of the letters which caused 
the bioterrorism panic in
September and October, when
five people were killed and 13
more infected.
The FBI plan to deliver half 
a million leaflets in New Jersey
and Pennsylvania carrying
pictures of the envelopes sent to
Senator Tom Daschle, the NBC
news presenter Tom Brokaw,
Senator Patrick Leahy and the
New York Post, along with a
psychological profile of the 
killer.
Software packages for the
screensaver are available from
http://www.chem.ox.ac.uk. 
Any intellectual property from 
the search will be given to 
the US government and the UK
chief scientist.
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A new project hopes to harness unused computing power on desktops
around the world to carry out a massive screen of compounds for
potential use as anti-anthrax agents as worries continue about
bioterrorism. Nigel Williams reports.
Deadly agent: the anthrax bacilli shown
here still present a formidable foe but
new efforts to screen potential anti-
anthrax agents hope to lead to a new
potential drug treatment. (Photograph:
Science Photo Library). 
